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Working together with SCI and VSI Ireland 

was a perfect opportunity for me to come 

back to Killarney. Killarney is a magical 

place. The national park includes 10.000ha, 

three beautiful and stunning lakes and the 

oldest oak woodlands in Ireland. The 

combination of mountains, woodlands and 

water gives this place a magical feeling and 

losing the time is as easy as feeling deeply 

relaxed. As an ecologist and biologist rarely 

seen plants and animals are a highlight of 

visiting and working in the national park. 

The sight of moss-covered stones and trees 

giving me the feeling of being in a Harry 

Potter or Lord of the Rings movie. The park 

has a yew tree woodland, one of three in 

Europe and in Killarney you can find the 

biggest of this three, which is every walk 

worth it. 
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It is a pity, that this arresting national park 

must deal with such an obstinate invasive 

plant like Rhododendron. Tourists are 

coming for the beautiful bloom the plant is 

showing in the spring and early summer. 

But Tim Cahalane and Peter O’Toole, who 

oversee the Rhododendron clearance 

project, know what damage this plant is 

causing not just for the high protected oak 

woodland but also for all the small animals 

as insects. If there are no insects there are 

not going to be any birds and this keeps also 

all the mammals away. The only thing that’s 

going to be left over is a dark grass free 

wood ground with a massive cover of 

Rhododendron roof above it. 

The help against this ongoing war is coming 

from long term volunteers who are staying 

for many months, but also from the VSI 

Ireland, who has four different workcamps 

in the summer. One of the most stratifying 

feeling of working as a VSI volunteer in the 

National Park is to see how much ten to 

twelve ore more people can change. I think 

The VSI camps are a great help at clearing 

big areas, which would take for ever if there 

would only be a hand full of workers. Anna 

from Czech Republic remembers the 

satisfying feeling of seeing the work done: 

“When we got back to the place we had 

been before, and I saw that the 

pesticide was really working and the 

rhodos were dead, I felt that we were doing 

meaningful work here. Because the other 

days, when we were working and there were 

rhodos everywhere…  I sometimes felt 

useless because no matter how many we 

already treated there were still a lot of them 

left.” 

The feeling of walking through knee high 

brackets and wetlands up the mountains to 

untouched places to have a more beautiful 

view than tourists can have from the Ladies 

View is worth every drop of sweat it needs 

to hike up there. The beauty of the place 

takes the breath away every time, as Belén 

(Spain) states: "The moment when after we 

have been working on the mountains for a 

while, we took our eyes up and we realized 

again how beautiful everything around us 

was and how incredible the views were. I 

could never get tired of that". 
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The collaboration with the national park 

and VSI was uncomplicated and 

trustworthy. As volunteers we only can say 

that the people related to the organization 

made their best to make us feel welcome 

and facilitate our stay. We only saw 

kindness and good humour, and even the 

trips going and coming back to the daily 

location of work were fun. Market (Czech 

Rep.) remembers: “I think every situation 

begun laughing, it was great ...but I have in 

my mind that moment when Jerry (that taxi 

man) said: "Hi guys, another boring day at 

the office?" After a day when we worked in 

the highest peak with such beautiful 

views...that was a great joke”.   

Volunteers come from all over the world to 

join the project for two weeks; they stay in 

a house right within the park, in the 

beautiful Muckross Peninsula. The ages of 

the volunteers are, as VSI filling form sets, 

“from 18 to 99” years old. It´s true that early 

twenties are the average, but the mixture of 

ages is one of the richness of the group, as 

well as the diversity of origins and 

backgrounds.  

Working together with an international 

group for a common goal it´s such a great 

opportunity to open the mind. Promoting a 

culture of peace, which is not only achieved 

by the preservation of nature, but the time 

spent together as volunteers. The diversity 

of experiences, interests and personalities is 

a constant source of information and 

amusement.  “I like that all the volunteers 

have so much general knowledge, I really 

learned a lot in those two weeks”, told Kaja, 

a 18 year old volunteer from Slovenia. It was 

her first time far away from home. “The 

camp was definitely something new for me 

in many ways.  It was my first time to be so 

far from home and for so long. At first, I was 

nervous how it will be. But when I arrived, 

the energy was amazing! I was totally 

relaxed, and I was just enjoying the good 

company, amazed by everything.  I really 

love that we cooked for ourselves. It was 

more fun and I tried new food that I really 

love. I already tried to do paella and tortilla 

on my own back home. It was not so good 

as it was in camp, but I think Ii am getting 

better :p” 

This past workcamp of July 2018 was an 

incredible experience of good atmosphere 

and coexistence of an exceptionally nice 

group.  We only have good memories, and 

playing games, like “Who I am” became 

everybody’s favourite. All sitting down 

outside the house, eating chocolate, in a 

beautiful summer night, laughing and trying 

to find common characters for such diverse 

backgrounds, fighting over whether 

“Hermione had superpowers (against 

magic) or whether Nemo was a pet” (Eva, 

Slovenia). 
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Everybody worked their best to make 

Killarney Rhododendron free. Not only that, 

but even more important, to be in a good 

mood, respect the others in their needs 



(even to be left alone for a while, as Ana 

pointed out) and to share moments of 

enjoyment.  That was done, for example, 

finding remote connection to the Internet 

to see the World Cup together, and “Alex 

(Russia) running around the yard his arms 

lifted like an antenna” (Philip, Germany) or 

climbing the building to get a better signal… 

An important aspect of the success of the 

workcamp are the coordinators; The 

Volunteers were asked to write down their 

opinions of me and my amazing co-

coordinator Belén, who has a big heart for 

everyone and always tried to have a ear and 

a free spot of comfort for everyone. I can 

say I still feel my eyes watering on the kind 

and sweet feedback the Volunteers gave us. 

Without a bad conscience I can claim that 

Belén and me did a great job on organizing 

and motivating the group.  
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Overall it was the best workcamp ever 

“because of the people we met there” 

(Belén, Spain). “As a volunteer, I truly 

believe that we have the potential to change 

something and experience the raw nature of 

Ireland, there is no better place than 

Killarney.” 
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Text: by all the amazing Volunteers  

 


